Introduction
Shoot the Messenger is a reflection of debates which are ongoing within the black community, and questions some of the stuff that black communities tell themselves and their children. It's like a fable. piercing gaze and haunting to-camera iteration, 'everything bad that has ever happened to me has involved a black person' invites the viewer to participate both in 'debates which are ongoing within the black community' and in a meta-discourse around the processes of racialisation presented in the text. For Joe, Black (and specifically African-Caribbean) people start to carry negative significance and the extremely caricatured Black characters he encounters form the evidence for his (self) hatred. These characters range from slack single mothers to domineering matriarchs and from manipulative community leaders to gangland killers. Joe later observes, 'We (Black men) go to prison and mental institutions', highlighting a particular thematic concern in the text around Black masculinity. Whether Joe is simply commenting on the destiny of Black men (and thus an acceptance of a stereotype containing 'a grain of truth') or rather on structural inequalities that might lead to such prospects is never entirely clear for the viewer. Indeed, Shoot the Messenger (henceforth STM) deliberately occupies a politically ambivalent space and the 4 | P a g e audience, until the very end, is left to negotiate the ideological orientations of the text.
If STM refuses to be pinned down to any obvious moral position, so it does to any clear-cut point of emotional identification. Joe is our lead protagonist and, crucially, the story is delivered through first-person narration and intermittent direct address to camera.
At times this is employed as a technique for empathy with Joe occupying the emotional centre. But Joe's mental fragility and sometimes contradictory politics also render him an unstable character and, in fact, an 'unreliable narrator' (see Riggan 1981) for audience identification. There is always a tension therefore between the psychological realism of Joe's character and his wavering narrative authority. Joe's disdain for Black people, whilst intense in its delivery, also reveals flashes, at least tangentially, of compassion, connection and recognition. For Joe, Black people are a contaminative force in British society but he also refers to 'them' as 'we'. Through his romantic relationship with
Heather (Nikki Amuka Bird), a compassionate and politically-conscious Black woman, Joe demonstrates both his ordinariness and humanity confiding in her at one point, 'I feel depressed looking at the state of our lives…being Black feels like a curse'.
The Black characters in STM, ranging from the God-fearing matriarch Mabel (Jay Byrd), to the various insolent young black people Joe encounters (both as a school-teacher and later job advisor) are mainly drawn as tabloid types. They are represented as feckless and amoral or as self-seeking with a sense of entitlement; the latter depicted in a climactic scene in which a group of local people at a Community Centre party blame the legacy of slavery for any current social disadvantage experienced by Black people. Importantly, when we consider the context in which the television drama was received, these various racialised characterisations tap into Blairite neoliberal discourses that prevailed at the time of STM's making and airing. Here, so-called 'political correctness' was derided, criminality was attributed to Black culture (see Wintour and Dodd 2007) and a growing 5 | P a g e 'blame culture' in British society was being denounced (see Harper 2008 in STM and consider its implications for and within a critical politics of 'race' and representation.
Drama as radical space
Television functions as a privileged site in translating and organizing the imagined needs and definitions of the nation. These imagined needs and definitions -with the emphasis on translation -are especially important in relation to drama; because it is here that we can speak more unequivocally about 'representation' rather than 'reflection'. Compared to other television genres, the question of social construction (for example how the nation and its various communities are conceived) becomes especially salient with drama. In broad terms, there is no pre-given reality to reproduce in dramatic form, only a set of choices to make about whom, how and what to represent. This offers some exciting possibilities of what 'race' and racial difference -marked in this discussion by 'blackness' -are made to signify; because we know that race (and ethnicity) are also 8 | P a g e essentially social and political constructions and ontologically unstable categories (Alexander 2006) . Stuart Hall's work foregrounds the role of culture and cultural processes in determining how race is discursively constructed, so that 'race' is a 'floating signifier' whose meaning is never fixed (Hall 1997) . So our question, if we take 'race' as an 'open political category' (Gilroy 1987 (Gilroy /2002 , albeit with powers of fixity within the politics of the state, is what is STM saying about race through its representations?
As well a potential space where 'racial typing' can be challenged, drama has also been a significant genre for debates around cultural representation (for example, regarding multicultural content, integrated casting, narrative diversity and minority access). The history of black British drama has been well-documented (if still marginalised in British television studies) in, for example, the work of Pines (1992) Fellows (a liberal academic who was part of 'the movement' which did not believe in the oppression of White people), received a letter after the broadcast, warning, 'How dare you appear on our television screens, even as a friend or a liberal. Get back to your country! Hideous ape!' (Quoted in Pines, 1992: 67.) For Graham Murdock, in his discussion of radical drama and radical theatre, radical drama is a contestable term but one which might be identified by certain characteristics. This includes a critical interpretation of the present social order 6 , an exposition of the gap between 'ideological promise and institutional performance', an investigation of social change and transformation and finally, a challenge to conventional theatre practices and institutions (Murdock 1980: 151) . The relevance of Fable is that, like STM, I consider it as an obscure and multi-layered radical treatment and 'critical interpretation of the present social order'. In Fable we are offered a bold critique of prevailing racialised power relations and structures. In STM, and in spite of its seemingly hegemonic impulse, we are offered a critique of state inequalities and structural racism. There is a particularly dark segment in which Joe witnesses a 'Black on Black' gun killing through flashbacks overlaid with Jay Z's pessimistic rap anthem 99 Problems.
When he sees Mabel, an elderly black woman struggling with bags in the heavy rain he offers helps but then runs away when she invites him in. He later accepts Mabel's compassion and, in a rather surreal turn of events, spends Christmas with her and her family -but also talks himself (and us, by means of direct rhetorical questioning to camera) into the idea that she is trying to kill him. Mabel's family includes her daughter, Sherlene, and four grandchildren with four different fathers. Joe, in a condescension as much about class as race, ridicules their ascribed names and spellings, 'Kaylon' and 'Shanequa' and pours scorn on Sherlene who, 'probably gave more thought to their names than who should father them'. Mabel represents in-community racism when she says, 'black people too t'ief', and 'anything too Black is no good…because we're cursed'. A later scene in a wig shop introduces the issue of Black beauty and style and an account of a politics of Black aesthetics that can be related to Eurocentric ideals of beauty. We later see the effects of such beauty ideals on Heather, who is deemed ugly by the Black community because of her dark skin and knotty hair. The psychological-social dimension of racial categories and coding is always the underlying idea in the text. This leads to his break up with an outraged Heather but also acts as a form of catharsis for
Joe. Now working in the psychiatric hospital where he had previously spent two months, he discovers that Germal (with police intervention) has been admitted; signalling his depressing prophecy of the pervasiveness of mental disorder in the Black community.
Through a mutual apology first from Germal to Joe and then vice versa, we are offered a sense of reinstated calm and bonding capital between these two Black men. Joe's significant apology to Germal for letting him down and for not recognising the fear within is a big admission and Joe resumes his teacher role, wins his appeal against suspension and reunites with Heather. In this improved mental state, dressed smartly in a suit, the political ambiguities within the text still linger and Joe suggests to us that this is far from the 'happy ending' required by audiences of (this) narrative drama. With a direct provocation to the camera -and in turn to the audience who are likely to have taken offence to 'his' script -Joe calmly states, 'it's not the end is it? I'm not taking back everything I said. You didn't like the way I said it? So shoot me.'
Problems in the text
One of the struggles within STM and which has led to the offence rightly prophesised by Joe in this closing scene, is the subtlety of its critique particularly set against the gaudy stereotypes at hand. Joe's positioning of Black people as the problem, threatens to undermine any potentially transgressive position. But actually it is always the White-led prejudice within state institutions (for example the school, legal system, press, health system) that is the implicit underlying agenda and what arguably provokes Joe's mental illness. On the surface though, any hope of transformation is left with the Black characters themselves, regardless of broader socio-political circumstances. It is precisely through the marginalisation of Whiteness in the text that a depressing prediction of the future metropolitan space emerges. In spite of the way that it is first set up to deal with these issues, through the stylistic techniques employed (flashbacks, non-linear narrative, surreal encounters), the drama constructs an abstract view of the social structures that affect urban psychosis. The drama is not, as Phillip Drummond highlights, anchored in any identifiable geographical space and is thus abstracted from the social world (Drummond 2007) . In this sense, we get an over dramatisation and stylisation that refuses to obviously 18 | P a g e connect Joe's interpretation of Blackness with 'real' structural issues. So for example, the shooting script of the production 8 tells us that it is set in an 'inner city' space but there are few visual signifiers in the production that demonstrate this and which help us ground the story in relation to empirical reality.
Furthermore, the emotional and psychological realism -even Joe is drawn as an unsympathetic character -is undercut by its departure from realism. Comic asides, direct to-camera address, the use of ironic music (for example Rule Britannia in the White-led school) and flashbacks are techniques that work against a realistic reading of the text as socially conscious drama. The mediating effects of the screen are laid bare through the device of direct address. The shooting script tells us that Joe 'catches us looking at him'.
From the outset, Joe provokes us into a response about the racialised politics under scrutiny here; inadvertently asking us to make a judgment about him and his disidentification as a Black man. Joe teases us with his knowing looks to camera (more formally associated with the comedy genre) and whispers, 'I know what you're thinking', and appears to address us personally by inviting us to question our own racialised politics.
Of course, contemporary audiences are now accustomed to this particular mode of direct address because of its prevalence in 'hybrid' forms such as docu-soaps and mockumentaries (such as The Office, BBC, 2001 BBC, -2003 . Whilst not a particularly radical narrative convention today, the point of significance is that through direct address we are made aware of how we are reflected and implicated in the meanings of the text that are produced.
Ien Ang (1985) draws the distinction between connotative and denotative levels of identification experienced by audiences in their viewing of soap opera; where they might find aspects realistic on a connotative level in spite of the unrealistic denotative basis of the form. We are aware of the mediating (denotative) effects but are also invited to recognise -through the mobilisation of common stereotypes -the connotations of Blackness presented here. Adding to the implausibility is Joe's self-narration and therefore our awareness of his utter subjectivity. Whilst direct address can indicate persuasive intentions (Argyle 1975: 161) -and this is certainly Joe's ploy here -the effect of artifice instead undermines Joe's authority. Baggaley, in his work on the psychology of the television image agrees that the 'unusual intensity' of the speaker's eyecontact with the viewer can indeed weaken, rather than heighten, the speaker's credibility (Baggaley, 1980: 30) . These various abstractions in the text are how STM draws attention to its own constructedness and, in so doing, requires us to actively negotiate (and certainly not passively accept) the stereotypes that are presented.
Assembled as an open text, it is impossible to attempt a textually deterministic view of STM as fixing audiences in any particular way also because the viewer is unanchored in any one emotional reality. The ambiguous political lens can be regarded as both a strength and weakness, because it produces an anxiety within the text that both upholds and muddles its radical potential.
Psychological realism is also undermined by the alterations in generic conventions from drama to comedy. Joe's tone slips from wryness to exasperation and many of his observations about Black social life (delivered as witty asides to camera) seem better suited to the comedic and specifically ethnic comedy form; a genre that that has always been more at ease with presenting racialised stereotypes. When Reece, a Black student tells him he is unable to carry out detention because he has football practice, Joe whispers to us 'We've got enough black footballers...and Thierry Henry he ain't.' In the midst of a heated discussion about slavery and any positive effects he says, 'At least they took us somewhere sunny!'
Aspects of the narrative development also lack dramatic coherence. Joe slips in and out of his mental breakdown and his brief foray into church life lacks credibility. His 20 | P a g e relationship with Heather seems antithetical to his repugnance of Black people, especially because it starts at the height of his inner chaos. Stephen Harper, in his review of STM, rightly draws attention to the film's failure to address the intersections of class and race and also, for inviting audiences to resolve the debates it raises whilst refusing to clearly 'disavow Joe's racial and class hatred' (Harper 2008) . Drummond suggests that such ambiguity can also be seen as radical because it deliberately challenges the audiences'
identifications with the camera and the character (Drummond 2007 ).
The upshot is that viewers are left disorientated and devoid of any particular It is of course important to recognise the basis of the criticisms based on stereotyping, reception and authorship levelled at STM, and to situate these within a historical screen context of marginalisation, racialisation (with race and racism as the prevailing themes) and politicisation (an intellectual reasoning and politicised Blackness). At the same time, these three annotations have generated an ideological politics of expectation hinged around the function and motivations of Black drama and its producers, something we can explicate as a substantial and still apparent representational burden.
With this legacy in mind, STM does not provide an easy basis for accepting it as 22 | P a g e radical black British drama because on a certain level it does flaunt a politics that fixes the 'crisis of Blackness' within Black communities themselves. STM manifestly lays itself open to criticism that it reifies well-versed clichés of Black culture, and that it accordingly capitalises on traditional racialised pathologies which project difference and unassimilability onto the Black subject. In an early discussion, Neal links the Black Arts movement to the Black Power movement and suggests that it is, 'radically opposed to any concept of the artist that alienates him from his community (Neal 1968: 29) . STM seemingly challenges any such artistic and political affiliations based around community alignment. Through its apparently deliberate provocation, extreme characterisation and ideological positioning which foregrounds the oppressive rather than facilitating character of racial identity, STM recklessly disrupts such clear-cut expectations that the Black artist needs to align, not alienate, 'his' community. Foster's production meddles with this idea, and in so doing, also makes the case for a post-structuralist imperative that transcends the 'stereotypes/positive and negative image' rhetoric.
In fact, STM endorses that 'typing' has to be recognized as an inevitable and necessary system of representation. As with Fable, the basis on which its 'positive' and 'negative' characterisations are constituted are also uncertain (for example, Germal is both a alienated black youth but only with reference to a state that offers limited opportunities, Mabel is a 'good Christian' but herself demonstrates hypocrisy and racism).
This is not to suggest that stereotypes can be any easier identified in social realist texts, but STM's non-realist aesthetic does obstruct any simple reading of the text.
Conclusion
In closing, I want to very briefly consider the political economic value of STM as 'radical 'hideous Whiteness' in the media, which can help make sense of the significance of context for the text (for example in how meanings of it are made based around a wider sense of institutional lack and/or bias). For one viewer, the founder of the independent film production company, riceNpeas (Ishmahil Blagrove Jr), STM is evidence of 'black writers who feel they need to assassinate their community to get commissioned' (Blagrove 2006) , alluding to broader ideas about ongoing discriminatory institutional contexts.
A review of STM's publicity suggests that the controversy of the film was utilised by the BBC as a marketing manoeuvre and also as evidence of its own concern at the time with the issue of impartiality. Ahead of its television screening, the production was already shrouded with controversy by virtue of an early theatrical screening in a London cinema. It was here that the film first drew intense criticism from some members of the audience for contributing to the problematisation of the black-British community in the British media. Sharon
Foster was at the theatrical screening and later stated that she 'loved' the 'pandemonium' which the film had created. To further heighten the controversy, the writer and producer have both publically insisted that STM marks a watershed in Black screen representation precisely because of the 'authenticity' of its racialised stereotypes. For Foster, the public outrage was 'an authentication of what I had written. It was like real life following drama' (Foster quoted BBC website, 2006) . This claim of 'authenticity' from the writer inevitably creates a dilemma for audiences, unsettling the basis on which we validate a text if we register the author's intent, rather than read it on its own terms.
It may be useful in this instance to think about the writer as only one aspect of a broader industrial process that shapes the text (Nelson 1997). This reading recognises STM's radical and transformative potential. The drama's ambiguous orientations, stylistic innovations, the critical work it demands of its viewers, and ultimately the heterogeneous interpretations that the production makes possible -essentially through the theme of Black mental illness -all cement its radical credentials.
